The Dialect of The 
Appalachian People 

By Wylcnc P. Dlul 

The dialed spoken by Appalachian people has been given » 
of names, the majority of them somewhat less than com- 
rtlimcntary. Educated people who look with disfavor on this parti- 
‘‘h, form of speech are perfectly honest in their belief that some¬ 
th ’ called rhe English Language, which they conceive of as a 
vnipicicd work—unchanging and fixed for all time—has been 
uken and. through ignorance, shamefully distorted by the mountain 

folk 

l he fact is that this is completely untrue. The folk speech of 
Appalachia instead of being called corrupt ought to be classified 
in archaic. Many of the expressions heard throughout the region 
toda> can be found in the centuries-old works of some of the 
^tVst English authors: Alfred, Chaucer, Shakespeare, and the 
men "ho contributed to the King James version of the Bible, to 

cite but a few. 

Most editors who work with older materials have long assumed 
the role of officious busy bodies: never so happy, apparently, as 
fc'wn engaged in tidying up spelling, modernizing grammar, and 
fenenlH rendering whatever was written by various Britons in ages 
pj<t into a colorless conformity with today’s Standard English. 

To this single characteristic of the editorial mind must be 
xwrbed the almost total lack of knowledge on the part of most 
Amcr .anv that the language they speak was ever any different 
than it is right now. How many people know, for example, that 
■ hen the poet Gray composed his famous “Elegy” his title for it 
■at “An Elegy Wrote in a Country Churchyard?” 




mountain dialect (as the folk speech of Appalachia 
by linguists) is certainly archaic, but the general historical 
A represents can be narrowed down to the days of the first 
I lizabcth and can be further particularized by saying that 
hnui today is actually a sort of Scottish-flavored Elizabethan 
TV s ts not to vay that Chaucerian forms will not be heard 
and even an occasional Anglo-Saxon one as well. 




remember that the first white settlers in what is today 
the so-called Scotch Irish along with some Palatine 
‘* r »r k* % • dl wonder that the language has a Scottish 
remarkable thing it that the Germans seem to have in¬ 
i’ lailc Abotii the only kvallv used dialect word that 
>> Usroi t« bn**itt. The Scots appear to have had it 



w to I jkola Counts as a bride it used to seem 

dotf ikd am I*** h no#. hkHtrtd up. b a 
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. nf fhc W ord pouch and was in use in the 1600’s. 
Scottish variant of ^ out including pregnant women and 

Numerous windows.” Hoove is a very old past participle 

gentlemen with hay apparently in use on both sides of 

of the verb to heave aart was RPP^ oI ^. fashioncd trunk ^ 

the border by Another word heard occasionally in the back 
said to hoo\c up. ” onions. In Scottish dialect the word is 

country is mgerns. Ingerns*** afC pcrmit t c d the intrusive r in 

‘"Z7rn Zlurrs, tobacJr, and so on. there seems to be no reason 
whj .hey should not use it in ingems as well. 

It is possible to compile a very long list of these Scots words 
and Phrases. 1 will give only a few more illustrations, and will watt 
to mention sonic points on Scottish pronunciation and grammar 

a little further on. 


Fornenst is a word that has many variants. It can mean either 
“next to” or “opposite from.” “Look at that big rattler quiled 

up fornenst the fence post!” 

(Quiled is an Elizabethan pronunciation of coiled.) “When I 
woke up this morning there was a little shift of snow on the ground.” 
“I was getting better, but now I've took a backset with this flu.” “He 
dropped the dish and busted it all to flinders .” “Law, I hope how 
soon we get some rain!” (How soon is supposed to be obsolete, 
but it enjoys excellent health in Lincoln County.) “That trifling old 
fixin ain’t worth a haet!” Haet means the smallest thing that can be 
conceived of, and comes from Deil hae’t (Devil have it.) Fixin is 
the Old English or Anglo-Saxon word for she-fox as used in the 
northern dialect. In the south of England you would have heard 
vixen, the word used today in Standard English. 


It is interesting to note that it has been primarily the linguistic 
historians who have pointed out the predominately Scottish heritage 
of the Southern mountain people. Perhaps I may be allowed to 
digress for a moment to trace these people back to their beginnings. 


Early in his English reign, James I decided to try to control 
the Irish by putting a Protestant population into Ireland. To do 
ns c confiscated the lands of the carls of Ulster and bestowed 
icm upon Scottish and English lords on the condition that they 

^ tcnan,s from Scotland and England. This 
.nd w".Tgu‘ in l610 re< " ScUlcmcw " or «* "*'"8'* Plantation." 


Until ,mi'.1,!!°° ,N w ^° *J ov «d into Ulster came front the low- 

N..rthumhiun " | u vc spoWn the Scots variety of the 

unibnau Northern Eng | i<h diilect (Mos , hi) , h |. lild 


mmm 


K . JJiSm •Uirtuing iK.t UHtw to«u»a 

* M- IK. Om*B UVH.W lurt 
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.. •nrtic! r^ G ^ c Ld T td p ^ c sx ai - hvt 

^.according to records, was the ease. 85 Wllh lhe Wsh, 

: 

by England, and numbers of them began Smigrattag™'the' 

tniU co ' onics m Amenea ' 8 ,he 

Many of these Scots who now called themselves the “Scotrh 
Irish” came into Pennsylvania where, finding the better lands alreadv 
* tl led by the English, they began to move south and west ‘-Their 
enterprise and pioneering spirit made them the most important 
element in the vigorous frontiersmen who opened up this part of 
the South and later other temtories farther west into which they 

pushed.”’ 


Besides the Scots who arrived from Ireland, more came directly 
from Scotland to America, particularly after “the ’45”, the final 
Jacobite uprising in support of “Bonnie Prince Charlie,” the Young 
Pretender, which ended disastrously for the Scottish clans that 
supported him. By the time of the American Revolution there 
were about 50.000 Scots in this country. 


But to get back to the dialect, let me quote two more linguistic 
authorities to prove my point about the Scottish influence on the 
local speech. Raven I. McDavid notes, “The speech of the hill people 
is quite different from both dialects of the Southern lowlands for it is 
basically derived from the Scotch-Irish of Western Pennsylvania.” 3 
H. L. .Mencken said of Appalachian folk speech. “The persons who 
speak it undiluted are often called by the Southern publicists, 'the 
purest .Anglo-Saxons in the United States,’ but less romantic 
ethnologists describe them as predominately Celtic in blood; though 
:nere has been a large infiltration of English and even German 
strains.” 4 


The reason our people still speak as they do is that when 
•he*c early Scots and English and Germans (and some Irish and 
’Achh too) came into the Appalachian area and settled, they 
Virtually isolated themselves from the mainstream of .American life 
'it fenerations to come because of the hills and mountains, and so 
kept the old speech forms that have long since fallen out of 
UduoQ elsewhere 


rhmp m our area arc not always what thev seem, linguistically 
c “ C Someone may tell you that “Cindy ain’t got sense enough 
' in cmtrti the run. but *hc sure is cicvcr.” ( levtr, vou see. 
*he lf>00*» meant “neighborly or accommodating. Also 
• u ~wnoc how he i*, and he replies that he is “very well , 



i Ukiw ^ n 
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•t. tn rejoice with him on the state of his health, 
you arc not necessarily J^ usc a specc h so vividly colorful and 

Our people arc aL ^' w on | y means that he is feeling “so-so.” If 

virile that his very .. vcr .,|” people came to a meeting, your 
you arc informed that sever j ^ ^ sever(jl _ hc using it in 

mformant docs nc *, lcrc fro m about 20 to 100 people. If you 
,is older sense c f y , fcrrct j to us ///, that person or animal is 
hear a person ^ an “unai^r ^ ^ adjcclivc has been so used 

not s ‘ c |j\ n jQ's (Incidentally, good English used sick to refer to 
bad hiafth long Jong before our forebearers ever started saying iff 
famA rnnnotation.) 


M inv of our people refer to sour milk as blinked milk. This 
usaee goes back at least to the early 1600’s when people still be¬ 
lieved in witches and the power of the evil eye. One of the meanings 
of the word blink back in those days was “to glance at;” if you 
glanced at something, you blinked at it, and thus sour milk came 
to be called blinked due to the evil machinations of the witch. 
There is another phrase that occurs from time to time, “Man, did 
he ever leather into him!” This used to carry a fairly murderous 
connotation, having gotten its start back in the days when the English 
long bow was the ultimate word in destructive power. Back then 
if you drew your bow with sufficient strength to cause your arrow 
to penetrate your enemy up to the feathers on its shaft, you had 
feathered into him. Nowadays, the expression has weakened in 
meaning until it merely indicates a bit of fisticuffs. 


One of the most baffling expressions our people usc (baffling to 
“furriners,” at least) is “I don’t care to. . . To outlandcrs this 
seems to mean a definite “no,” whereas in truth it actually means, 
“thank you so much, I’d love to.” One is forevermore hearing a 
tale of mutual bewilderment in which a gentleman driving an out- 
of-st^tc car secs a young fellow standing alongside the road, 
tnumbmg. When the gentleman stops and asks if he wants a lift 
ihc boy very properly replies, “I don’t keer to,” using care in the 

eoJJfid^ h b!l S r SC | 0 .5 i hc word ° n hcarin 8 this . 'he man drives off 
(Tven 1 ,he I P Tf Cd . lcavl " g “ cc l ual| y baffled young man behind. 
** wo ' d «Klf is used here in its Elizabethan sense 

as ,hc spcaker - bw not ,rom 

pnttf Mru"ite 1 WOTd"and ‘° add^cs, preachers, but it is a 

• ’■ *. Ms° In the-e latter 

that their urcnvth *° ,lu reverence, but with the 

■“Mule* * h h “ ,he «rength of ten because they are 

"permit *”lte U 'n2 ","1!!. ” ,, * n "'cans "think, say. or 




•• 
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lohbor may y° u in ‘° , hcr . confidence and announce 

A n ® ,g „ h heard that the preachers daughter should have been 
Ml s,u * SJ the mailman. These arc deep waters to the uninitiated 
I rt ning/ f, r l el ly means is that she has heard a juicy bit of gossip: 
(vhat she rca* * htor IS chasing the local mail earner. However 
,hc r**,V precaution of using the phrase should have been to 
die This statement is not vouched for by the speaker. The 

she"’ ‘ f s used in the same way in the Paston Letters in the 

same ph 0,5 

l4l)()S ' . ,,n the so-called “bad English” used by natives of 

. 'Ilia was once employed by the highest ranking nobles of 
of England and Scotland. 

' K w humans are really passionately interested in grammar 
•n Tim as lightly over this section as possible, but let’s consider 
50 r iLvine bit of dialogue briefly: “I’ve been a-studying about 
,hc f s iv "this till I’ve nigh wearried myself to death. I reckon 
never do nobody no good to beat about the bush, so I’ll 
I" 1 ,?, ve Your man’s hippoed. There’s nothing ails him, but 

h spends more t j me using around the doctor’s office than he does 

■’ • • _ ft 

a .workmg. 

The only criticism that even a linguistic purist might offer here 
is that in the eighteenth century, hippoed was considered by some, 
Jonathan Swift among others, to be slangy even though it was 
used by the English society of the day. (To say someone is hippoed 
is to say he is a hypochondriac.) 

Words like a-studying and a-working are verbal nouns and go 
back to Anglo-Saxon times; and from the 1300’s on, people who 
studied about something, deliberated or reflected on it. Nigh is the 
old word for near, and weary was the pronunciation of worry in the 
1300’s and 1400’s. The Scots also used this pronunciation. Reckon 
uas current in Tudor England in the sense of consider or suppose. 
Hit is the Old English third person singular neuter pronoun for it 
-r,J h ,:s come ringing down through the centuries for over a thousand 
-c^r All those multiple negatives were perfectly proper until some 
• v h mathematician in the eighteenth century decided that two 
’I'.r* make a positive instead of simply intensifying the negative 
of *>mc statement. Shakespeare loved to use them. Ye was 
® a. n atively, and man has been employed since early times 
rrin husband. And finally, to use means to frequent or loiter. 

€' ~ t- 

t in ° 'tic.d forms occurring in the dialect have caused 

regarded with pious horror by school marms. Prominent 
• ° ml-rv they would be almost sure to list these: 
l ♦ rt P over here H In the 150<)’s this was good English. 
t ' frc b»rd’% nest ex on the way to school.** This disyllabic 
f 1 f lund |ocs hack to the Middle Ago “That pencil’s 
h*r m Ho»*e*%ivc forms like hi.x‘n t wHirn 

A|c« on the model of nun* and thine, In the 
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. re., nihlc which appeared shortly after 1380, we 
revision of Che Wychffc Hlh r ^ t ^ r 1 c l to hir alle things that ben hern," 
find phrases such as — ’ jn to the grave.” "He don’t scare me 
and •‘sonic ot our seventeenth centuries do was used with 

none.” In the jg s i mp ly do not, of course. “ You wasn't 

he, she, and it. ^ the seV enteenth and eighteenth centuries 
sc Aired, was your fu j to distinguish between singular you was 
many people vver b unfashionable in the early nineteenth 

«" d p,un : /hnueh Noah Webster stoutly defended it. “My brother 
ccntu^ al^ough Noan ^ „ This usage goes back t0 latc 

times You find it in the Paston Letters and m Scottish 
ntvtrv S “l d*te finished my lessons,” also has many echoes in the 
K oils’ correspondence and the Scots poets From the late 
Middle Ages on up the Northern dialect of English used formations 
like this- “guiltless persons is condemned,” and so do our people. And 
fin illy in times past, participial forms like these abounded: has beat, 
h is bore with it. has chose. Preterite forms were as varied: blowed, 
growed. catched, and for climbed you can find clum, dome, dim! 
all of which are locally used. 


Pronunciation of many words has changed considerably, too. 
Dref for deaf, heered for heard, afeared for afraid, cowcumber for 
cucumber, bammy for balmy, holp for helped, are a very few. Several 
distinct characteristics of the language of Elizabeth's day are still 
preserved. Words that had oi in them were given a long j pronuncia¬ 
tion pizen. jine, bile, pint, and so on. Words with er were frequently 
pronounced as if the letters were ar: san'ice, sartin, narvous. It is 
from this time that we get our pronunciation of sergeant and the word 
varsity which is a clipping of the word university given the ar 
»ound. Another Elizabethan characteristic was the substitution of an 
/ s.'und for an e sound. You hear this tendency today when people 
u > n.r\ kittle, Chist, git. and so on. It has caused such confusion 
with the words pen and pin (which our people pronounce alike as 
p n i that they arc regularly accompanied by a qualify ing word— 
r:u * f° r the pin and pin and ink pin for the pen. 


^ cjr ? * u ' ar man >’ characteristic Scottish pronunciation 

> Vi >, / r dare) arc tvpical. So also ai 

bo.th, retch, drrsh. {push, bush, itch . dish and fish.) 

fn * ,ish ren «** the outkvk U 

• « th»B , b ^! k ,hi ' ‘ omc <* the wavs th«c >* T 

«•* wt. h *** hI^ ^„'7oc u’h n v C v"' ht ' ' u £ nt,,K ' <u 

—«. g. „ * s t ,h , w 

• iSc /, lhl L 'Vf lhc > IW throujh 

lK *' ,h « rrtkvtcJ the 




** la. 
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of one of his beloved relatives reflected in • 
lake it With him, so his relatives were taking no ch™™' h,: 

The belief that if a bird accidentally flies into a homo „ , 

, ,hc household will die, is also very old and is still cumnT'iJPml 

15§°the reason'seems’to^tem from^e^onviction'h^d'by'a numbe 

Sfssjr.ws as * «*• *•« - -mss 

Aside from its antiquity, the most outstanding feature of th 
dialect is its masculine flavor— robust and virile. This is a language 
spoken by a red-blooded people who have colorful phraseology bom 
in their bones. They tend to call a spade a spade in no uncertain 
terms. "No, the baby didn t come early, the weddin’ came late >’ 
remarked one proud grandpa. Such people have small patience 
with the pallid descriptive limitations of standard English. They 
are not about to be put off with the rather insipid remark, “My, it’s 
hot!” or, “isn’t it cold out today?” They want to know just how 
hot or cold: “It’s hotter ’n the hinges of hell” or “Hit’s blue cold 
out thar!” Other common descriptive phrases for cold are (freely) 
translated) “It’s colder ’n a witch’s bosom” or it’s colder ’n a well- 
digger’s backside.” 


Speakers of Southern mountain dialect are past masters of the 
art of coining vivid descriptions. Their everyday conversation is 
liberally sprinkled with such gems as: “That man is so contrary, 
if you throwed him in a river he’d float upstream!” “She walks so 
slow they have to set stakes to see if she’s a-movin!” “Thet pore 
boy’s an awkward size—too big for a man and not big enough for a 
horse.” “Zeke, he come bustin’ outta thar and hit it for the road 
quick as double-geared lightenin!” 


Nudity is frowned upon in Appalachia, but for some reason 
there are numerous “nekkid as. phrases. Any casual sampling 
* ;!d prob.ibly contain these three: “Nekkid as a jaybird,” “bare- 
ndiid as a hound dog’s rump,” and “start nekkid.” Start-nekkid 
dirt :t!y from the Anclo-Saxons, so it’s been around for more 
a thousand years. Originally “Start” was steort which meant 
lEn e. if you were “start-nekkid.” you were “nekkid to the 
'u \ I'milar phrase, “stark-naked” is a Johnny-come-latcly. not 
mn appearing in print until around 1530. 


H a Lady tends to be gossipy, her friends may 
• « n dr lone.” or cUr that it “wans at both ends.” Such 


— ' ■ ■ . \ m iiiui it w iip. < wi wwin • 

•e * ff^st trial to young dating couples. Incidentally, there 
i! irrrr. ’w>h»gY to indicate exactly how serious the intentions 
' » *re. ranging from iporA/nv which is simply dating, to 
■' ■ h »» dating with a more serious intent, on up to talkuig. 
the coopfe u seriously contemplating matrimony. 
kdli»g m thia sense in King 1 *sir 
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If a man has imbibed Coo much {he ground with 

bor may describe him as '' s °JX r t he sufferer may admit that 

“C.S .he grass afore I cou.d 

lean ag in the ground. trouble with a weasel killing 

One farmer was havmg a lot of troubl word to God," 

his chickens. “He jest grabs em before tncy b 
he complained. 

wouldn’t eat! ’ 

“My belly thinks my throat is cut” means “I’m hungry, and 
seems to have'a venerable history of several hundred years. I found 
a citation for it dated in the early 1500’s. 

A man may be “bad to drink” or “wicked to swear”, but these 
descriptive adjectives are never reversed. 


You ought not to be shocked if you hear a saintly looking 
grandmother admit she likes to hear a coarse-talking man; she 
means a man with a deep bass voice, (this can also refer to a singing 
voice, and in this case, if grandma prefers a tenor, she’d talk about 
someone who sings “Shallow.”) Nor ought you to leap to the con¬ 
clusion that a “Hard girl” is one who lacks the finer feminine 
sensibilities. “Hard” is the dialectal pronunciation of hired and 
seems to stem from the same source as do “far” engines that run on 
rubber “tars.” 


This language is vivid and virile, but so was Elizabethan English. 
H wever, some of the things you say may be shocking the folk as 
n Ul -^ 1 their combined lexicons may be shocking you. For instance. 
in r '^ c sf tatum of society in which I was raised, it was considered 
acceptable for a lady to say either “damn” or “hell” if strongly 
rvrvcd Most Appalachian ladies would rather be caught dead than 

7 cr ; R c, , thcr of ,hc * words, but they are pretty free with their use 
‘ • ur letter word for manure which I don’t use. I have heard it 

^ ? ^r,r Tr> # hm i? fro ? bu S to bu!1 • Some families 
*** ° f ,hcsc , four letter words for manure as a pci 

t Jr‘ rcn ' leem «o have no idea that it is considered 

m other treat of thi* rntinfm 




» l S.Cw pCn ' i,y for ™ ,,in * » a spade, the dialect 
! *’ fu,n m it too Until recently, it was 

*& J7&** W °, rd htiii w U it was 

, ■II U *• * ® a * u '• variously an a "father 

r iWman cow or an « or w a ^ • whlk 
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itiillk'rt wis either # stable horse or else rather ominously, “The 

Only wosptrs fly around Lincoln County, I don’t think I’ve 
r hr ird of a wasp there, nnd I’ve never been able to trace the 
t. m for that usage, but I do know why cockleburrs are called 
-K-k! burrs. The first part of the word cockleburr carries an objec- 
r viable connotation to the folk. However, if they are going to balk 
* that, it seems rather hilarious to me that they find nothing objec¬ 
tionable about cuckle . 


•\ friend of mine who has a beauty parlor now, used to have 
i «m ill on thc banks of lhc Gu >' an River. She told me about 
a little old lady who trotted into the store one day with a request 
f *r "some of the strumpet ccmdy” My friend said she was very 
they didn't have any. But, she added gamely, what kind was 
t *ind she would try to order some. The little lady glanced around 
o $ee if she could be overheard, lowered her voice and said, “well, 
it's hcwehintnd. but I don’t like to use that word!” 


Thr dialect today is a watered down thing compared to what it 
wn a generation ago, but our people are still the best talkers in the 
* rid. and 1 think we should listen to them with more appreciation. 


